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By Cynthia Moritz 
When Students struggle with life iSSUeS and need 
advice, they often turn to professors who act as 
mentors, friends, and even surrogate parents 
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bout a year ago, a student came to College of Visual 
and Performing Arts professor Rodger Mack with a 
problem. The student was depressed and confessed it 
was affecting not only his personal life but his art. "I 
didn't know what to tell him," the studio arts professor says. 
"So I advised him to do something that would change his 
whole outlook. I told him to take dance classes." While Mack 
readily admits the advice was a stab in the dark, it did the 
trick. A year later, the student has come into his own. He is 
outgoing and animated, Mack says. "And his work is flying." 
Mack isn't alone among faculty members who never hesi-
tate to take on the sometimes daunting task of helping stu-
dents cope with issues beyond the classroom. Instead of just 
advising students about academics, they become mentors, 
friends, and sometimes surrogate parents. They see talking 
about life matters as part of their job, whether they're helping 
a student choose a career or internship, or deal with more per-
sonal matters, such as alcoholism, drug abuse, rape, or mental 
illness. "All kinds of advising are as important as the roles we 
play as teachers," says School of Architecture professor 
Randall Korman. "That may sound overstated, but over the 
years I've come to appreciate that life advising is an essential 
part of the service and responsibility we owe students." 
SU Health Services therapist Chris Cederquist, father of a 24-
year-old son, agrees. "I really believe that for kids to make the 
transition from home to the world outside, they need a caring 
adult or two outside the family," he says. 
Professors who take up this challenge often define educa-
tion in a broader way than those who limit their contact with 
students to the classroom and once-a-semester advising ses-
sions. Such professors know that what happens outside the 
classroom is often as important as what happens in it. "These 
are young people going through a life-changing experience," 
Korman points out. He believes that professors and other 
adults on campus serve as substitute families, and are respon-
sible for providing support systems for students. 
Rosaria Champagne, professor of English and women's stud-
ies in the College of Arts and Sciences, agrees that being there 
for students in a personal way is one of the most important 
parts of her job. "Most faculty members need their research 
and teaching to be excellent or they can't live with them-
selves," Champagne says. "I extend that same ethic to all my 
contacts with students. After all, this institution chose learn-
ing-centeredness as a core mission, a concept which suggests 
to me that we don't believe that research-centeredness neces-
sarily trickles down to all students equitably." 
Champagne spends between 20 and 30 percent of the time 
she's on campus meeting with students, "and much of it is not 
strictly on academic matters," she says. Sometimes a routine 
office appointment will turn into a several-hours-long conver-
sation, ending with Champagne walking the student to 
Health Services or another campus service. "Rosaria realizes 
what many professors may overlook: Students have much more 
going on than homework, tests, and papers," says English and 
textual studies major Carter Miller 'oo. "I cannot count the 
number of times Rosaria has listened, really listened, as I sat in 
her office talking about life, and how it was not only affecting 
my schoolwork, but how it was affecting me." 
Many faculty members who talk to students about life 
matters have personal reasons for putting in the extra 
effort. Some are parents who hope their own college-age 
children will have a place to turn when life seems over-
whelming. Others are reacting to the advising they 
received as students, either good or bad. Champagne 
says sympathetic adults were essential to her own 
success in college. "There's no way I could have gotten 
through college if I hadn't had faculty members who 
were willing to recognize me as a human being," 
she says. 
Nutrition professor Bradley Beran of the College 
for Human Development knows firsthand how 
important advice can be in a student's life. He 
saw an advisor only once when he was an 
undergraduate at a midwestern university, and 
the advice he received turned out to be wrong, 
resulting in Beran's having to make up a 
requirement. "I don't think anyone should 
have to go through what I did," he says. 
Professors who spend time talking with 
students about personal matters certainly 
empathize with the often painful issues 
confronting students. But they also ad-
mit to another motive for helping stu-
dents deal with their lives outside aca-
demics- students who are healthy 
and happy put more effort into their 
studies. "I don't think they can per-
form at their peak unless problems 
that occur outside the classroom 
are solved," Mack says. He also 
points out that since art is such a 
personal endeavor, understand-
ing students' personalities helps 
him to be a better professor. 
"By getting to know them as 
individuals, I can get an idea 
of what courses and career 
options fit them more close-
ly," he says. 
Mack makes himself 
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much as possible by leaving his office door open whenever 
he's there, and by visiting with them when he's working in 
the ComArt building studios. School of Information Studies 
professor Susan Bonzi goes a step further to ensure that stu-
dents feel comfortable stopping by: In addition to leaving 
her door open, she stocks the office with soda and snacks. 
Students sometimes come in for a candy bar and end up 
staying to talk. And if they decide to hang out for a 
while, that's OK with Bonzi, who believes students 
sometimes just need to be around a supportive adult. 
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How do students find sympathetic professors 
to talk to? Oftentimes students hear about them 
through the grapevine, resulting in some pro-
fessors counseling students who may not 
even be enrolled in the college in which they 
teach. Sometimes courses are catalysts. 
College of Nursing professor Bobbie Perdue 
teaches a course on vulnerable families 
that addresses poverty issues. As a result, 
students have approached her to talk 
about their own problems with food 
stamps or welfare. Champagne says fe-
male students often come to her be-
cause they took her women's studies 
course, or someone they know did. 
Some professors also attract a cer-
tain kind of student. International 
students, for instance, often ask 
advice of engineering professor 
Carlos Hartmann, who chairs the 
electrical engineering and com-
puter science department in 
the L.C. Smith College of Engi-
neering and Computer Science. 
Hartmann is from Brazil and 
understands what it is like 
to adjust to living in a new 
country. Students with 
disabilities also seek him 
out because of his expe-
rience raising a daughter with hearing impairments. Students 
of color often go to Perdue, who is African American, for advice 
about racism they may encounter. Gay, lesbian, bisexual, and 
transgendered students come to see Champagne because she 
speaks publicly about issues surrounding homosexuality. She 
reports that in the days after she gives a speech, her office 
hours fill up with students who want advice on how to deal 
with homophobia. Because she has had training as a rape-
victim advocate, both women and men visit her to talk about 
assault-related problems. 
Bonzi's special constituency is student athletes. She has no 
official connection with athletics, but does have "a special 
place in my heart for the tremendous amount of effort they 
put in," says Bonzi, who received the 1998 Outstanding 
Teacher Award presented by the University, the SU Alumni 
Association, and the Office of Alumni Relations. "They work 
very hard and get great accolades on the athletic field. They 
also work very hard-but usually don't get great accolades-
in the classroom." 
"I love Professor Bonzi to death," says Dan Karlsson 'oo, an 
information studies major and swim team member. "When-
ever I have had questions or problems, she has taken the time 
to help me out. She's also funny." 
Faculty members' attitudes have a lot to do with whether 
students feel comfortable approaching them with non-
academic problems. Korman says it's important to be avail-
able not just physically, but emotionally. Hartmann says 
students can sense faculty members' attitudes: "When you 
care, students relate better to you," he says. 
While professors usually feel competent to deal with acad-
emic counseling, they may be uncertain when it comes to 
more personal matters. Not so for School of Social Work facul-
ty members. There, as Professor William McPeak G'65, G'75 
points out, all professors have training as counselors. When a 
student comes in with a problem, there likely is a department 
specialist who can help. "The social work faculty probably feel 
a greater need for assistance with the academic part of coun-
seling," McPeak says. 
Because social work faculty members have so much exper-
tise in addressing life issues, they give monthly talks in resi-
dence halls on such topics as relationships, dealing with 
divorced parents, racial issues, and sexually transmitted dis-
eases. McPeak says these talks might increase the number of 
non-social work students coming to social work professors for 
help with personal problems. 
Professors in other schools and colleges may not be as com-
fortable deciding whether a student's problem demands 
expertise beyond their abilities and training. Cederquist gives 
a few guidelines for making that determination: "If they're 
talking about suicide, or harming themselves or someone else, 
get them to Health Services now," he says. "If a student is de-
pressed and doesn't get better after talking to a professor, it's 
time to say, 'Maybe you need more than I can offer."' 
Faculty members also admit that earning a doctorate in the 
history of the Civil War or mechanical engineering does not 
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prepare them for per-
sonal advising and the 
emotional burden it 
carries. Or, as Cham-
pagne puts it, "This is 
not the army most of 
us signed up for." She 
was trained to believe 
that her primary alle-
giance should be to 
her discipline. But she 
has since found that 
her greater loyalty lies 
with the students she 
teaches and advises. 
"I knew perfectly well 
that advising was going 
to be a small but impor-
tant part of what I would 
do as a professor," Bonzi 
says, "but I didn't know I 
would do so much per-
sonal advising." 
Sometimes a sympathetic ear is all that is needed-or all 
that a professor has to offer. After all, faculty members realize 
they don't have answers to all student problems. A student 
recently came to Beran in tears because she was having finan-
cial problems and couldn't afford to stay in school. "There 
wasn't a lot I could do," he says, "except listen." 
Listening may be enough, but many faculty members wish 
they had more training to deal with the crises that students 
experience. "When students come in and say, 'I've been raped,' 
they want you to know what they should do," Korman says. 
Like other faculty members who advise students on personal 
matters, he has developed a working knowledge of where to 
refer students who are wrestling with problems that need 
more than common sense and sympathy. 
Mack, for one, believes that faculty members, especially 
those new to the profession, should be given training to help 
them work with students who have problems. "When I start-
ed out as a professor, no one worried about drug abuse, sexu-
al abuse, and a lot of other issues," Mack says. "Now those 
problems are everywhere." 
Different faculty members have widely varying approaches 
to responding to students' needs. Korman, for instance, takes 
an institutional approach. He rewrote the advising manual for 
the School of Architecture a few years ago and updates it 
every year. Each fall, architecture faculty members attend a 
training session that reinforces the importance of being sensi-
tive to students' needs. Korman believes supportive faculty are 
especially crucial in a school like architecture, where the rig-
orous curriculum puts extra 
stress on students. "Most of our 
students come directly out of 
high school into a full-blown 
professional curriculum that's 
not much different from 
what's required of medical 
students or law students," 
he says. 'The difference is 
that these students are 
just 18 years old. We see 
lots of students who are 
in crisis." 
Hartmann pumps up 
students with his phi-
losophy of success, in-
cluding such positive 
adages as "Don't com-
plain, compete!" and 
"Be a no-excuse 
person." Perdue 
makes it a point 
to have regular 
contact with 
students out-
side the classroom. 
She hosts events, writes 
a "horoscope" for each student that reviews the student's 
accomplishments and makes predictions for the upcoming 
year, and has each of her advisees keep a journal, which 
allows her to know what's on their mind and address any 
problems before they become overwhelming. Champagne 
often involves students in group responses when they come 
to her frustrated by social injustices and other issues. For 
example, after gay student Matthew Shepard was murdered 
in Wyoming in the fall of 1998, many gay and lesbian stu-
dents shared their fears with her about a similar incident 
happening here. She encouraged them to get involved in a 
memorial service for Shepard and other events aimed at 
fighting campus homophobia. 
While many professors see counseling students on person-
al issues as an essential part of their role as educators, others 
prefer to focus strictly on their academic responsibilities to 
students. "Fortunately, most of us realize we need to go fur-
ther," Champagne says. For those who do, there's an under-
standing that this type of advising offers challenges and re-
wards, frustration and satisfaction, and, above all, an oppor-
tunity to help someone who trusts them and confides in them. 
"I believe I have failed if I don't have a personal relationship 
with all my advisees," Perdue says. "I want them to feel that 
they can come to me and work out issues." Such involvement 
comes naturally to Perdue and others. Mack, in fact, express-
es surprise that anyone would think he is an extraordinary 
advisor because he talks with students about life matters. "I 
just thought that was the normal way to advise," he says. 
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